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Children of Chernobyl
In the aftermath oftheApril 1986 explosion
ofthe Chernobyl nuclear power plant in the
Ukraine, incidence rates of childhood can-
cers, especially ofthe thyroid, have been dra-
matically increasing. The United States
agreed this past May to join with the
Ukraine to study the effects of radiation
exposure onchildhoodthyroid cancer.
The accident at Chernobyl is the only
full-scale meltdown of a graphite core in a
nuclear energy station that has ever occurred.
It released radioactive material over parts of
the former Soviet Union, Eastern Europe,
Scandinavia, and later, Western Europe,
killing 31 and hospitalizing 300. Scientists
predicted that it would lead to an undeter-
mined number offuture cancerdeaths over a
large area.
In particular, the independent nation of
Belarus, northwest ofUkraine, where more
than two million people were exposed to
radiation from Chernobyl, has recorded
steadily increasing numbers ofcancer inci-
dences and congenital malformations and ill-
nesses. "At first people did not want to link
these medical problems with Chernobyl, and
many accused us of radiation phobia,"
Yevgeny Konoplya, director of the
Radiobiology Institute ofBelarus's Academy
ofSciences and an expert on post-Chernobyl
effects, told the Washington Post. "But now
they know. All the problems they faced in
Nagasaki we face here. Therewas no place as
hard hitbyChernobyl as Belarus."
In 1986, there were 2 cases of thyroid
cancer in children under 14 in Belarus, but
by 1994 there were 82 registered cases.
According to the Washington Post article, at
the Borovlyani cancer institute outside
Minsk, more than 50 children are nowbeing
treated for brain tumors, bone tumors, kid-
neytumors, and other cancers.
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union,
independent nations have lacked funding to
support such widespread public health prob-
lems. Therefore, the United States has agreed
to step in and help. The U.S. Department of
Energy announced this past spring that it
willworkwith the government ofUkraine to
establish an international nuclear safety and
environmental research center at Slavutich
nearChernobyl.
Efforts to establish the center are a result
of a collaboration between the State De-
partment, the DOE, the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission, and Ukrainian nuclear and
environmental agencies and organizations.
"This action is a significant step toward
establishing a Center of Excellence to
improve the safety ofnuclear energy genera-
tion in Ukraine, and reduce the risks posed
by Chernobyl reactor operation, Secretary of
Energy Hazel R. O'Leary said in a press
release. "The center will also serve as a focal
point for international environmental
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Little people, big effects. The children of Belarus may bear the biggest brunt of adverse health effects
fromthe accident atChemobyl.
research in the areas ofenvironmental conta-
mination and site restoration." The DOE
will spend about $3 million over the next
twoyears to establish the center. These funds
are part ofa $38 million international effort
to dean up Chernobyl.
In addition to establishing the center, the
DOE and the NRC plan to provide funding
for the National Cancer Institute to lead
studies on the effects ofradiation exposure
on childhood thyroid cancer. Over the next
15 years, the DOE and the NRC will pro-
vide $1 million annually for researchers to
regularly test about 70,000 children exposed
to radiation from the accident. The
researchers will compare their findings to
data gathered from children in theweeks fol-
lowing the accident. Theyhope to determine
the extent to which radioiodine, especially
iodine-131, causes thyroid cancer and the
role ofpossible cofactors such as iodine defi-
ciency, according to the DOE.
Health Effects of DDE
In one of those serendipitous events that
sometimes lead to scientific breakthroughs,
researchers attending a lecture late last year
by University of Florida biologist Louis
Guilette on developmental problems in male
alligators realized they were seeing similar
effects inlaboratory rats recentlyexposed to a
fungicide. The ensuing discussion spurred
research that may illuminate how environ-
mental agents act like hormones to disrupt
development andpossiblycausecancers.
Guilette reported that the alligators had
been exposed to DDT, a hazardous pesticide
that he said acts as an environmental estro-
gen. Too much estrogen, Guilette stated,
resulted in an imbalance ofandrogen in the
alligators, causing developmental defects.
William Kelce and L. Earl Gray, biologists at
the EPA's Health Effects Research Labora-
tory, guessed, however, that DDT was really
acting as ananti-androgen.
Kelce and Gray had just published a
paper in the June 1994 issue of Toxicology
andAppliedPharmacology detailing how the
fungicide vinclozolin demasculinized rat
pups by altering the action ofthe male hor-
mone testosterone. Vinclozolin blocked nor-
mal hormonal function by binding to the
androgen receptor. The fungicide bound
looselyenough thatthe receptorwas notacti-
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